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Benchlearning – an action research program for transforming 
leadership and school practices  
In this paper, we investigate how a benchlearning program for principals in 
Norway and Sweden supports changes in Norwegian principals' leadership 
practices. The program design builds on principles for practical action research. 
The aim of the program is to inspire changes in the principals' leadership 
practices that encourage innovative school practices. The program includes 
learning modes such as theoretical inputs, sharing experiences, school visits, 
training, and trialling of new leadership practices. Drawing on data from 
participants' reflections on their learning and changes in their leadership 
practices, we identify transformations that have been realized and the ways in 
which the benchlearning program has supported the transformations. The 
findings indicate that the program can be seen as a systematic and disciplined 
process, a "meta-practice", that supports changes in the principals' leadership 
practices, their understandings and the conditions of their practice. More 
specifically, the findings show that the theoretical inputs and practical learning 
modes stimulated transformations of the principals’ thinking about leadership 
practices, what they do in practice and how they relate to others. In particular, the 
study suggests that the principals’ active participation in trialling new leadership 
practices in their own schools stimulated transformations. 
Keywords: Benchlearning, action research, leadership practices, transformations 
Introduction 
Leadership is key to managing school development work and sustaining change to 
improve educational outcomes (Aas, 2009; Fullan, 2015; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012; 
Vennebo, 2015). This is an insight supported by research and reflected in the 
educational policies of a number of countries (OECD, 2008, 2013b; Research, 2017). 
Thus the expectations of and requirements for principals are high and likely to increase. 
Consequently, programs for school leadership development offered by universities and 




In its report on improving school leadership, the OECD (2008) concluded that 
school leaders are prepared for a role that was designed for the industrial age, a role that 
has not changed enough to deal with the complex challenges of the twenty-first century. 
These complex challenges include managing change, building organizational capacity, 
implementing technological advances, increasing effectiveness, and striving to improve 
the learning outcomes of students (Fluckiger, Lovett, & Dempster, 2014). 
Consequently, leaders may be required to assume the roles of educational visionaries, 
change agents, instructional leaders, budget analysts, facility managers, and community 
organizers in their schools (Robinson, 2010). The need to develop a more innovative 
learning environment is also emphasized in the OECD report “Leadership for 21st 
Century Learning” (OECD, 2013b). Although greater attention is paid to redesigning 
school leadership programs than in the past (Huber, 2011), there is a growing concern 
that school leadership programs lack a robust research base and continue to be 
inadequate (Crow & Whiteman, 2016; Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, & Orr, 
2007; Hallinger, 2011; Lovett, Dempster, & Flückiger, 2015). In their analyses of eight 
high-performing international school systems, McKinsey and Company (2010) found 
that improvement of leadership capacity is an area where more has to be done.  
According to Huber (2010), there is a need to create and use innovative 
approaches for making programs effective in the sense of improving school leaders’ 
learning outcomes.  He argues that the modes of learning – feedback, collegial 
exchange, courses, and self-studies –drawn into a reciprocal relationship with practice 
should be included in effective programs. His arguments are supported by Darling-
Hammond et al. (2007), who recognize the importance of problem-based learning 
scenarios that integrate theory and practice, and emphasize the management of school 




accompanied by field-based projects, such as action research, analyses, and discussion 
of case studies, as well as a portfolio of evidence about practice.  
This paper reports from a larger study of the Benchlearning program for 
principals in Norway and Sweden, which aims to inspire changes in the principals’ 
leadership practices to encourage the development of innovative school environments 
(Aas & Blom, 2017) This paper sets out to investigate changes in leadership and school 
practices that have evolved through principals’ participation in the program, and the 
ways in which the principals perceive that the program has supported the changes. 
In the first section, we lay the foundation for our research interest by examining 
international literature about modes of learning for school leadership development. We 
then briefly describe the Benchlearning program. The next section presents the 
methodology, which includes a variety of data. Finally, we present the results, discuss 
the findings and conclude. 
Modes of learning for school leadership development 
Modes of learning for school leadership development involve different ways in which 
learning occurs. Over the last decades, new approaches to modes of learning have been 
developed and utilized in school leadership programs organised and offered by 
universities and colleges (Huber, 2011). In addition to the cognitive (theoretical) 
approaches that have dominated the field, which mainly provide information through 
lecturing and self-study, alternative learning modes are now utilized because they are 
considered more effective. Students and faculty members are often required to interact 
with each other through collaboration, discussions, experiments, feedback, and 
reflection.  New approaches to leadership development may involve project-work,action 





However, as Huber (2011) illustrates through his model of approaches to 
learning for school leadership development, no matter what mode of learning is 
engaged, each must be drawn into a reciprocal relationship with practice to be effective. 
This demonstrates how school leaders' experience and practice are crucial in the 
learning process and corresponds with Heck and Hallinger’s (2014) argument that the 
purpose of leadership development is to give leaders the theoretical and practical 
knowledge that can lead to changes in their daily practice. The recognition of the link 
between practice and theory as a means of changing leaders’ practice is also 
demonstrated in a study of school leaders participating in the Norwegian National 
Leadership Program (Aas, 2016b).  According to Hunzicker (2011), professional 
learning is considered relevant and authentic for adult learners when it is job-embedded, 
instructionally focused, collaborative, supportive, and ongoing. This link with the real 
world of praxis is also emphasized by Kolb (1984), Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999), 
and Robertson (2016). Hunzicker (2011) suggests that adults as learners are motivated 
by solving problems that relate directly to their lives and that create enduring solutions. 
Such connections to practice help the transfer of knowledge. 
Robertson (2013) argues that it makes a considerable difference whether school 
leaders think that they are part of the change process or they think that the change 
process is about others. Learning leadership is not just about gaining more knowledge. 
It must provide opportunities for leaders to thinking more about knowledge as well. 
Metacognitive skills can help the individual leader to understand what the new 
knowledge means for school leadership practice, and for the individual's identity 
development as a school leader. Seeing leadership as a practice and learning from day to 
day practice is an important skill for leaders. Leadership as practice offers in itself 




learning from professional practice (Aas, 2016a; Robertson, 2013). However, many 
leaders are not concerned with their own learning, and they do not necessarily have a 
metacognitive insight into their own thought processes required to take a step back and 
take control of their own learning (Lucas & Claxton, 2010). An awareness of your 
competencies and incompetencies and an ability to identify how and why you think in 
specific ways is important in leaders’ learning processes. In a synthesis of 
metacognition, Dawson (2008) argues that adults with well-developed metacognitive 
skills are better problem solvers, better at making decisions, more critical thinkers, more 
motivated to learn, better at regulating their feelings, and better at handling complexity 
and conflicts. This argument emphasizes the importance of learning and development of 
reflexive skills (Dempster, Lovett, & Fluckiger, 2011).  
According to Argyris and Schön (1978), reflection involves both single-loop and 
double-loop learning. Single-loop learning is defined as small adjustments of rules and 
routines, while dual-loop learning is about new ways of thinking and acting. Hargrove 
(2008) argues that reflection also includes triple-loop learning, which involves thinking 
about the school context and dramatic shift in terms of perspective and behaviour. The 
importance of integrating learning modes in a program for school leadership 
development that supports the development of metacognitive skills is supported by 
Hallinger and Heck, who state: 
‘Leaders who possess a single set of tools will find themselves bouncing around 
from success to failure without understanding why. The capacity to read your 
context correctly and adapt your leadership to the needs largely determines your 
success.’ (2010, p. 137) 
By building learning around the leaders' experiences and practices, theory and 
practice can be linked together through collaborative reflexive activities (Aas, 2016a; 




development processes in their own school is crucial to their own and their schools' 
learning and for remaking practices. This corresponds to practical action research 
(Kemmis, 2009), building on collaborative and self-reflective principles by which 
practitioners remake their practice for themselves. Action research may be called a 
practice-changing-practice and as such a mode of learning for school leadership 
development.  It may be thought of as an action-oriented meta-learning practice. It can 
be a more or less systematic, more or less disciplined critical and self-critical process 
that animates and urges changes in practice, understandings and the conditions of 
practices through individual and collective self-reflective transformation (Kemmis, 
2009). According to Kemmis (2009, p. 463) transforming practices means what we do; 
transforming understandings means transforming what we think and say, and 
transforming the conditions of practice means transforming the ways we relate to others 
and to things and circumstances around us. Kemmis (2009) speaks of these three things 
as ‘sayings', ‘doings', and ‘relatings’ and maintain that each can be transformed, but 
each is always transformed in relation to the others.  
In the next section, we will describe the context of and the Benchlearning 
program which builds on principles for practical action research. 
The Benchlearning Program 
The educational policies of Sweden and Norway reflect many similarities regarding 
educational ideologies. Both countries have a comprehensive educational system, a 
strong state, loyalty to and acceptance of state governing, and municipalities as 
relatively independent political institutions (Møller, 2009; Nihlfors & Johansson, 2013). 




municipalities play a strong role in school governance.1 The municipality finances the 
schools, employs principals and teachers, and plays a key role in providing in-service 
training for teachers and principals. The two countries’ educational systems are 
predominantly public, which means that state authorities run most schools and 
universities. Education is free at all levels. There is no streaming according to ability, 
gender, or other factors, and most students are enrolled in regular classes. Since the end 
of the 1980s, the education systems in both countries have undergone major reforms, 
influenced largely by new managerial ideas. Despite the many similarities between 
Norway and Sweden, there are also some differences. They have developed different 
national assessment systems (Skott & Kofod, 2013), and while Sweden during the last 
15 years has opened up for independent schools, Norway has a rather limited private 
sector (Møller & Skedsmo, 2013). 
The Benchlearning program is a bilateral collaborative learning program for 
principals in Norway and Sweden. The program, which has been offered to about 210 
principals in the two countries, is a collaborative project between the Swedish and the 
Norwegian National Agencies of Education. Four process leaders, two from Sweden 
and two from Norway, have been running the program. The process leaders are all 
running national principal programs in the two countries. The aim of the program is to 
empower the participants to develop leadership practices and school environments that 
are more innovative, inspired by the two OECD reports “Innovative Learning 
Environments” (OECD, 2013a) and “Leadership for 21st Century Learning” (OECD, 
2013b). For the third and fourth groups leadership and ICT was given particular 
                                                 
1 The 429 municipalities in Norway and 290 in Sweden are responsible for compulsory education at 





attention. The design of the program includes theoretical inputs, sharing experiences, 
school visits, and training in new leadership practices (Aas & Blom, 2017).  
The program contains two modules, each consisting of two and a half day 
meeting. For module one participants meet in Sweden in October, for module two in 
Norway in March/April. The participants are organized in learning groups of principals 
from both countries and within the same type of school. One of the four process leaders 
is assigned as mentor to each group, the members of which work together throughout 
the whole program. Participants prepare for module one by reading texts about 
innovative learning environments and learning leadership. They also reflect on the 
learning environment at their own school, on what it means for the school and for 
themselves as principals. Participants in group four were required to produce a short 
introductory video, which were posted on a closed YouTube channel.  
Module one provides theoretical input on learning leadership and innovative 
learning environments, based to a large extent on the OECD reports. This theoretical 
framework creates a screen to help participants describe what they see during the school 
visits and to analyze and reflect on their observations. Participants are also trained to 
observe without judgment and be aware of how previous experiences have influenced 
them. At the end of module one participants identify innovative measures that they will 
initiate in their own schools, how the school environment will be affected and involved, 
and what their next step will be. This action plan is shared with fellow participants on 
Google Drive. Between modules participants post short reports on their experiences 
from leading innovative school leadership processes in their schools. These reports are 
also posted on Google Drive, which is used as a collaborative learning platform 
throughout the program. The organization of material on the platform is transparent 




from each other's reflections and experiences. Based on feedback from group one, 
participants in groups two and three were organized in pairs of learning partners with a 
responsibility for commenting on each other’s reports in order to enhance learning 
interactions between participants. For group four, two internet meetings for the learning 
groups and their mentors were introduced to support the school based activities between 
modules. 
The venue for the second module is in Norway. Participants exchange 
experiences of leading innovative school development between modules, as well as 
their reflections on the process and the literature. Like in module one, considerable time 
is spent preparing for school visits, with subsequent analyses of and reflections on their 
observations. This module also includes theoretical input, focusing on innovative 
learning environments, learning leadership, and school development. For cohorts three 
and four particular attention was given to affordances and challenges provided by 
digital technologies. At the end of module two participants reflect on the Benchlearning 
process, their own learning, and further develop of their schools individually and in 
groups.  
Methods 
In this article, we draw on data from the three of the four groups (150 participants) who 
completed the program, in June 2015, June 2016, and June 2017, respectively. The data 
are based on individual reflection documents from students on their learning and new 
leadership practices four months, sixteen months and twenty-eight months after the end 
of the program.  
In addition, the Norwegian Directorate of Education conducted an online survey of 




documents produced in the learning groups on Google Drive throughout the program. 
The latter include individual reflection documents made before the program started, in 
the period between modules, and at the end. All documents related to the participants' 
own learning, the learning groups' preparation for school visits, their analyses, and the 
final school reports. Together, the documents on Google Drive provide a longitudinal 
perspective on the participants' learning. When it comes to the survey and process 
documents on Google Drive, the data are not subject to systematic analysis in this 
article. However, they form a contextual backdrop for the analyses. In sum, the survey 
and process documents provide a picture of great participant satisfaction with the 
program. Furthermore, they shed light on the challenges encountered by school leaders 
with regard to understanding and managing the complexities they face in their daily 
practice. 
To qualify for participation in a follow-up meeting in November 2017 school 
leaders who completed Benchlearning in 2015, 2016 and 2017 were required to provide 
a paper addressing the following questions formulated by the Norwegian and Swedish 
Directorates of Education: 
(1) What changes have been implemented, and why? 
(2) How has the program helped to support you in the implementation of changes? 
(3) What obstacles have you experienced in the effort to change practices? 
(4) How did you overcome the obstacles? 
(5) How does this develop on previous practices? 
(6) Other comments or reflections 
42 of the Norwegian participants and 20 of the Swedish participants in the 
program sent in reflection notes with rich descriptions of 4–10 pages. In this article, we 




principals from primary school, 8 principals from secondary school, and 11 principals 
from upper secondary, together 19 women and 23 men. In sum, we received reflection 
notes from about 50 % of the Norwegian participants from the three Benchlearning 
groups. Their length of service as a principal varied from a couple of years up to about 
ten years. The participants from Norway have completed the national school leadership 
development program and attended the Benchlearning program. Since the reflection 
notes should be anonymous and the number of participants was small, we did not ask 
them to provide personal information in the reflection papers. We have not taken gender 
into account. 
In the presentation of empirical findings, we refer to the different reflection 
documents through coding: P1 (principal 1), P2, etc., given number after the participant 
list from 1-42, next, which group they had been part of (G1, G2, G3), and finally what 
school level they represented, primary (P), secondary (S) and upper secondary (US). 
The coding implies identifying which benchlearning group the principals have 
participated in and the school level, for example; principal 5, group 2, upper secondary 
(P5, G2, US). Methodologically, we have chosen a discursive approach to the analysis 
of documents. A discursive analysis aims to clarify how certain patterns in texts emerge 
from the main ideas embedded in the texts (Fairclough, 2003; Grønmo, 2004). In the 
first reading, each of the documents was analyzed in order to understand the whole 
(vertical). For the second reading, the documents were analyzed by comparing all 
answers to question 1, to question 2, etc. (horizontal). We used content analysis to 
identify the two research topics a) changes in leadership and school practices and b) the 
program's contribution to the transformation of leadership and school practices. In the 
discussion, Kemmis’(2009) concepts understandings, doings, and relatings are used to 




relation between what they do, what they think and say, and the ways they relate to 
others and to things and circumstances around them.  
A methodological issue in action research is that the researchers have the dual 
role as both researchers and as process leaders for the program studied. In order to 
validate the study, the research team has been extended by an extern researcher bringing 
critical views and arguments from “outside” to the professional discussions. In addition, 
member checking has been used (Postholm, 2009). Findings from the study have been 
presented and discussed with the participants in a seminar in November 2017. One 
limitation is that we only have data from 50 % of the participants. This could be a bias. 
The paper answers the questions regarding that particular selection of principals, who 
aimed to participate in the third meeting and writing the reflection notes. Due to the 
focus in this paper, we have not included possible issues regarding gender in our 
analysis. 
Results 
In the presentation of the results, we start with the participants’' descriptions of changes 
in leadership and school practices and why these changes have been implemented, with 
reference to the first research topic. Next, the participants' ideas and reflections about 
how the program has supported the change process and their own learning are 
presented, with reference to the second research question. Excerpts from the 
participants' voices, with references to the principal number, group number and school 
level are used to exemplify and illustrate our findings. In addition, we present the 
numbers of participants reporting on the various change projects and topics for their 




Changes in Leadership and School Practices 
Three topics appear as change areas; innovative learning, the school's digital 
development and assessment for learning. The first two topics have been central in the 
Benchlearning program, while the assessment for learning reflects that many schools 
still work with one of the Directorate's initiatives. It is also interesting to see that several 
schools are working on developing collective professional practices among the staff and 
the leadership team.  The group focus reflects the idea that development of new 
teaching practices must take place through the work of the professional learning 
communities (Aas, 2011; Filstad, 2017; Paulsen & Aas, 2017). In the data, there is a 
clear link between more innovative learning and more collective practices. Sometimes 
the development process begins by discussing learning principles, while others start the 
process of establishing a collective knowledge and learning perspective in the staff. 
These different processes also illustrate that some of the participants use the 
Benchlearning program as a pretext for starting development work in their own school, 
while others connect to projects already in progress. 
18 of the participants report that OECD's seven principles of innovative 
learning environments (ILE) have constituted a central focus area for change, either as 
an inspiration, as a "leading star" or as legitimation of own practice. All these 
participants point out that the focus on the ILE principles has helped to clarify for them 
that there is a need for more innovative teaching practices. Several participants report 
that working with the principles, both through the input of theory, school visits and 
reflection in the learning groups, has helped them as school leaders to "remain on the 
right track", exemplified by excerpts from one of the principals:  
The implementation of the development project was influenced by the (OECD) 




innovative you need opportunities for trial and error. We will not make progress if 
we always have a fear of failure. (P15, G1, P) 
Development work related to the school's digital development is mentioned by 
19 participants. These are distributed among the three Benchlearning groups and the 
various school levels, with an overweight from group 3 that had the school's digital 
development as a special focus area. The change projects related to the use of digital 
technologies vary from projects that are on a planning stage to projects that have been in 
progress for a few years. There is obviously a significant variation between schools, and 
for some participants, the Benchlearning program represents a support to start with a 
digital change process, as one principal expresses it: 
We are not a very advanced school with regard to digitization. This was one of the 
reasons why I applied to participate in the Benchlearning project. After our first 
meeting last year I decided to buy Google Chrome Books for students in 6th  and 
7th grade. (P17, G3, P) 
A feedback from many participants (12 principals) is that they through 
participation in the program have become more convinced of the importance of 
establishing collective practices among teachers. This is achieved through 
organizational changes that increase the learning involvement, for example by 
establishing developmental groups at school, or by professional learning processes in 
the staff aimed at student learning. Several principals maintain that they have become 
more aware of the positive effects of their own participation, as principals, in these 
professional group processes. One principal expresses himself like this: 
The work we do in our common time differs from what it used to be. Staff 
involvement is much broader now. Since they must contribute more with their own 




they develop a much stronger ownership to the process we´re going through.(P11, 
G2,P) 
The program focus on distributed leadership is reflected in several change 
process. 8 principals express that they are working on developing working modes that 
create distribution within the organization. They have initiated projects aimed at 
clarifying and changing roles in the leadership team with a new division of labour. 
Among these respondents, there seems to be broad consensus that distributed leadership 
is a prerequisite for creating innovative schools. Several of them reflect that more 
distributed leadership also requires that they themselves change their leadership style: 
I came to the first meeting in Stockholm with many ideas and a lot of inspiration to 
change the way we run our school. What had motivated me the most, was to 
change my leadership style towards more distributed leadership. (P2, G1, P) 
Many of the informants (13 principals) report that, through the Benchlearning 
program, they see the need for enhanced professional learning both in the school's 
leadership team and in the different teacher teams. This means that many of the change 
projects are linked to different forms of workplace learning grounded in sharing 
experiences and reflections among colleagues.  Several principals indicate how 
significant sharing experiences and reflections have been for their own learning, as 
expressed by one of the principals: 
To develop professional learning communities and establish relations with a view 
to enhance individual teacher knowledge relevant to the work we do, constitutes 
significant parts of the changes in our practice. (P14, G2, P) 
The Program’s Contribution to Transformation of Leadership and School Practices 
On the question of how the program has helped to support the participants in 




program, which has both inspired and supported them. The informants appreciate the 
thematic and theoretical focus of the program, the systematics of school visits, the 
establishment of learning groups, and the obligatory tasks between the seminars.  
Participants emphasize the value of the inspiration they have received through 
the program's thematic and theoretical focus. The OECD's reports on "Innovative 
Learning" and "Leadership for 21st Century Learning" were unknown to most of our 
informants before joining the program. Despite the fact that several of them found  that 
the reports were demanding reading, participants' reflections show that reading and 
working with the documents in the seminars has been a strong source of inspiration for 
their own development efforts, both in terms of innovative learning (10 principals), 
distributed leadership (6 principals) and the school's digital development (5 principals): 
When I think of my own school, this work differs most from earlier work with 
respect to staff involvement in the development process, and not to forget that the 
changes we have implemented are inspired by recent research and methods from 
other countries (P2, G1, P) 
The methodology that was linked to the school visits was highly appreciated. 
The exhaustive preparations that were made in the learning groups before the school 
visits were highlighted. Together with the analysis the learning groups made after the 
visit, it created deeper reflections and a more systematic approach to observations than 
is usual for more unanticipated school visits. 15 participants explain how systematic 
work around the school visits actually created inspiration and motivation for change 
processes in their own context, exemplified by one of the principals: 
Furthermore, I liked the concept and organization of the meetings, with texts to 
read in advance and work to do between modules. It was also interesting to 




visits. I think that these ways of working ensured better outcomes, and I have taken 
them to my own school. (P9, G2, P) 
The permanent learning groups are emphasized as one of the program's success 
factors. Groups consisting of both Swedish and Norwegian principals seem to have 
contributed to the development of individuals in several ways. Being able to exchange 
experiences across schools and countries has contributed to a better understanding of 
how leadership at the same time is context-sensitive and has some common challenges. 
Many also find it gratifying to discuss leadership challenges with motivated and 
competent leaders from a different country. Despite the fact that the learning groups 
were only gathered physically on merely two occasions, secure and inclusive 
atmospheres for exchanges of experience and learning seem to have been established. 
An excerpt from one of the participants illustrates the impact on individual learning: 
In a way I have been able to consider my development work a litle from the outside 
– through Benchlearning and input from others in my group. This has sort of given 
me a meta perspective where I have seen myself and my role from the outside – 
through conversations and reflections with other head teachers in the program. 
(P19, G3, P) 
The compulsory tasks between the seminars are also underscored as highly 
valuable. The fact that participants were required to implement new practices in their 
own schools and share the outcomes with other participants on Google Drive, instigated 
increased activity in schools. At the same time, many experienced that feedback from 
colleagues in their learning group supported a quality assurance of their own 
development projects. Listening to experiences from colleagues led to a more confident 
leadership practice and willingness to test new leadership and school practices, 




The leadership team felt that we came closer to and became more familiar with 
teaching in our institution, without having to spend a lot of time in individual 
classrooms … I also feel very confident as a leader of this development work. One 
of the reasons for that is that I have both heard about it and seen it in practice and 
experienced that it is actually useful. (P5, G1, P) 
Participants also explain how the modelling of the working modes of the 
Benchlearning program with theory input, the systematic approach to school visits and 
work in the learning groups seem to have contributed to actions in their own schools (17 
principals). Some of the participants state that they have used the methodology in their 
own school, including school visits in their own municipality or schools in the 
neighbouring countries, as illustrated in the following excerpt:  
Through Benchlearning I have been inspired to make many changes in my 
leadership and the way the school is run. Some of these changes have been inspired 
by lectures and the articles we have worked with in the meetings and read on my 
own, while a lot has been inspired by what we have experienced and observed 
during the school visits and what others have shared from their own practices. (P2, 
G1, P) 
To sum up, the program has contributed to increase the participants a) 
inspiration and motivation for change (16 principals), b) confidence in the leadership 
role (10 principals), c) professional input and reflection (12 principals), d) reflection-
based and systematic approaches to change (8 principals), and e) new leadership 
practices, including a more closely approach to the teachers (11 principals). 
In the following discussion, we consider the results in light of the literature on 
action research. Kemmis’ (2009) concepts understandings, doings and relatings are used 
to illustrate how the transformations in leadership and school practices occur, and how 





‘Transformations in practice involve transformations in how people understand their 
practices, what they do, and how they relate to one another’ (Kemmis, 2009, p. 467). 
Understandings, doings and relatings can each be transformed; however, each is always 
transformed in relation to the others. This means that transformation of the participants' 
leadership and school practices occur in the interaction between the principals' 
understandings, doings and relatings. In the following we discuss how the changes 
reported can be understood as transformations in understandings, doings and relatings, 
and the program’s contribution to these transformations.  
The findings show seven main areas of new practices. Innovative learning and 
the school's digital development reflect changes on classroom level. Collective practice 
and professional learning reflect changes on teacher level, while distributed leadership 
and learning leadership reflects changes on the leadership level. In the participants' 
reflections there seem to be connections between these change topics. The primary 
objective is to improve student learning. To do so, many of the principals consider it 
vital to first develop collective practices among the teachers, and if necessary enhance 
the teachers' professional learning about innovative learning or ICT. These changes may 
require a new and more distributed leadership structure and a new leadership style. New 
practices (doings) are grounded in a new cognitive frame of understanding student 
learning and school leadership. For many of the participants, this requires a shift from 
traditional managerial leadership to learning leadership, which is about setting direction 
and taking responsibility for making learning happen by creating innovative learning 
environments and communities of learning (MacBeath, 2013). Distributed leadership 
represents a cognitive shift in understanding leadership from a solo activity to a process 




practices) cannot be done without a new frame of understanding and ways of relating 
these new understandings to the participants’ daily practice. Even though the main focus 
of change is innovative learning and the school’s digital development, the variety of 
topics and levels for change among the participants demonstrate how they have their 
attention on relating new ideas to the school’s tradition, culture and professional 
competence. 
Investigations of how the program has contributed to transformations of the 
participants' leadership and school practices reveal four important learning modes. The 
informants appreciate the program's thematic and theoretical focus, the systematics of 
school visits, the established learning groups, and the obligatory tasks between the 
seminars. How has each of these learning modes supported the participants learning and 
transformations? 
A thematic and theoretical focus has primarily helped the participants to 
maintain a shared focus in their learning process, and secondly, the theoretical 
knowledge has contributed to an enhanced understanding of the thematic area. New 
understandings seem to increase the participants' inspiration and motivation to try out 
new practices. This means that theory, that is general knowledge, can be an important 
starting point in transformations of new understandings and a prerequisite for new 
practices (doings). 
The school visits represent an opportunity to see how theory can be transformed 
into school practice and in that way increase the participants' understandings. During 
the analytical process, entailing systematic individual and collective reflective activities 
(Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Schön, 1991), the participants have to start a process of relating 
theory to real life. When the principals are asked to have a focal point for their 




ideas to circumstances in their schools. Observations of how other principals have 
transformed new ideas into daily practices have motivated them to try the same, 
however, with the necessary adaptations to their own contexts. 
One of the learning modes the participants underscore as important is how the 
established learning groups have supported their learning, both as increased 
transformations in understandings and in relatings. Sharing experiences is an interactive 
process, including both telling and listening, and can only happen within an inclusive 
and safe environment (Aas, 2016b; Clutterbuck, 2007). Many of the participants find 
the group learning environment to be successful because on the one hand it is an arena 
for sharing and learning from experienced and enthusiastic colleagues and, on the other 
hand is an arena for learning, not “competition”.   
In action research doings seem to be at the heart of the learning process 
(Somekh & Zeichner, 2009). The doings include testing new practices, reflecting on 
them and then using the reflections to create new knowledge and activities (Schön, 
1987). The obligatory tasks between the seminars have given the participants new 
opportunities to learn. As the findings indicate, implementing new practices has both 
increased transformations in the participants’ doings, relating and understandings. New 
actions represent new experiences and the possibility of new transformations of 
understandings and relatings. It does make a difference if the school leader thinks that 
he/she is part of the change process or if the change process is about others (Robertson, 
2013). The practice (doings) is the focal point in a holistic learning mode (Huber, 2011). 
Interconnections among transformations in understandings, doings and relatings 
depend on reflective activities within each of them and on the interaction among them 
(Robertson, 2013). Since many principals consider metacognitive activities as 




process leaders in the Benchlearning program have had the role to promote individual 
and collective reflections to encourage double loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1978) 
and organizational learning (Hargrove, 2008). In doing so the process leaders have been 
both supportive and demanding, a combination the participants seem to appreciate:  
Trough Benchlearning we get a professional update through literature studies. We 
get lectures and we are challenged by our outstanding process leaders in our group 
work. In addition to forming networks, nationally as well as to our neighbouring 
country, it is simply enormously exciting and provides valuable inputs contributing 
to development. (P11, G2, P) 
Conclusions and Implications 
In this paper, we have investigated how the Benchlearning program for principals in 
Norway and Sweden supports changes in Norwegian principals’ school leadership 
practices. The program design builds on principles for action research. The findings 
show that the thematic and theoretical inputs of the program, practical training and 
learning modes stimulated transformations of the principals’ thinking and talking about 
school and leadership practices, what they do in practice and how they relate to others 
and the circumstances around them. In particular, the study suggests that the principals’ 
active participation in trialling new leadership practices in their own schools stimulated 
transformations. 
The implications of the study can be summed up in following three principles: 
First, policymakers should take into account the fact that changing practices will be 
supplemented by changes in how the doings is thought about, talked about and justified. 
Shifts in sayings and doings will also involve shifts in the ways people relate to each 
other and to their context. Second, leadership programs should include trialling new 
practices as the focal learning mode, accompanied by individual and collective 




support transformations in leaders' understandings, doings and relatings in a demanding 
and supportive way. 
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